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Sarah Streicher 
A Winter Evening on the Prairie 

an you read a little louder, Bull?" he 
asked, peeking his head out of the al­
cove into which he had been busy build­
ing bookshelves. A cloud of sandpaper 
bits and sawdust had hovered around 
him for most of the winter and that evening the cloud 
seemed to fill the whole of my sister's bedroom as 
he finished sanding the window seat and shelves. 
At seven years old, I'd been working on becoming a 
boy for about a year. My mom had always given affec­
tion and approval willingly. My dad, however, had grown 
up with, and learned from, a blue collar, no nonsense, 
tough love father whose emotions were rarely revealed. I 
never questioned my father's love for me, but that didn't 
stop me from doing all I could to earn his praise--namely, 
becoming a boy. Beginning in first grade, I spent hours 
on the driveway perfecting my jumpshot and practicing 
snapping my passes against the garage. I studied the con­
tents of my father's toolbox so I could hand him what 
he needed to tighten a bolt on the playset or work on the 
pipes beneath the kitchen sink. That summer, we'd spent 
a couple days staining the deck and in the evenings my 
brother and I ran routes in the backyard as my dad played 
quarterback and coach-- "you have to make a harder cut," 
or "it's a banana route, just peel off". I'd caught my first 
catfish and gotten into my first fist fight--I thought I was 
well on my way to being the boy I needed to be in or­
der to gain all the approval I'd ever want from my father. 
"Can you read a little louder, Bull?" he asked. Snow 
was falling against the black backdrop of the Decem­
ber night sky as I sat beside my mother, listening to the 
"ch-ch-ch" of sandpaper against wood and the simple 
language with which Laura Ingalls Wilder described the 
American prairie. My mother and I had been working 
through the series together, and on that night, we sat on 
the floor of my sister's bedroom, our backs against the 
white eyelet spread, passing the musty smelling book 
between us as we took turns reading to one another. 
Laura and her family had intrigued me from the first 
description Ingalls Wilder had given of a dirt floor cabin 
in Missouri. I had begun to imagine myself watching the 
horizon recede, from the back of a covered wagon, ev­
ery time the family packed up and moved further West. 
I imagined taking cold baths in a galvanized steel bucket 
and running barefooted after jackrabbits on the banks of 
Plum Creek. I let myself become Laura while my mom 
and I sat together to read, but just as soon as the cover was 
closed, I shook the prairie dust from my gingham dress and 
pigtails and I was back to my overalls and boy ambitions. 
"Can you read a little louder, Bull?" he asked. 
"Is he really listening to this girlie stuff?" I wondered, 
turning my eyes back to the story. As my mom and I 
continued to navigate the text, the sandpaper was stuffed 
back into the toolbox 
wedged somewhere be­ The fact that my father
tween the flat heads and 
was proud of the wayratchet (ratchet: round 
head and square hole for I read was only made 
the sockets) and my fa­ sweeter by the fact that 
ther found a seat on the I loved books. 
floor along with my mom 

and me. When we finally 

closed the book for the evening, he said, "Bull, you know, 

you're a really great reader. I liked listening to that." 

My quest for boyhood didn't end with that bit ofpraise, 
but I sure became a voracious reader. The fact that my fa­
ther was proud ofthe way I read was only made sweeter by 
the fact that I loved books. I wanted to become better so 
my father would continue to think that I was a great reader; 
if! wasn't busy playing outside, I had a book in my hand. 
Since that December evening, books have played an 
important role in my relationship with my father. I read 
aloud to my dad well into middle school, often choosing 
books that I knew he would be interested in listening to. 
Once I outgrew the reading aloud phase, my dad suggested 
books for me or encouraged me to research one subject or 
another. I spent a year of high school immersing myself 
in everything I could find about the war in Vietnam, based 
on his suggestion that I might find the subject interesting. 
Now, we share book titles. I tell my dad about what I read 
and he does the same for me and we have great conversa­
tions about literature. Sometimes I'll read aloud an inter­
esting line or a good passage, so my dad can hear, and I re­
member the cloud of sandpaper bits and sawdust peeking 
around the corner, "Can you read a little louder, Bull?" 
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